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was to claim the territory. This essay will examine the ways in which Thomas Burke established himself as 'the laureate of Limehouse'. In works of fiction, verse and autobiography, as well as London travel writing, Burke is the omniscient tour guide, a seasoned habitué of dark side-streets that lead 'to far countries or to secret encampments of alien and outlaw'.
vi The East-End-West End division of the capital The soft light of shaded lamps hanging from the ceiling disclose a spacious hall. The feet sink in the rich, heavy carpet as the visitor passes on to the next floor, where there is an excellent restaurant with weird Chinese decorations and a menu that offers a variety of seductive Chinese dishes. Its patrons sometimes include Society women seeking a new sensation.
ix It was the latter suggestion that would be the focus of twentieth-century attention.
Everyone knew that opium dens rendered up white women for obscure Chinese desire, that they 'stretched out in mixed company and gave themselves up to a somnolent narcotic'. And yet it is no masquerade. It is the real London in all its glamorous unreality'. xxxi A common conceit of fairy-tale is to tantalise the reader with the possibility of access to the fantasy zone. Accordingly the story concludes:
Tai Ling and Marigold are still in West India Dock Road, and very prosperous and happy they are, though, as I say, they have no right to be ... Visit them all one day, at the provision shop, which is the third as you pass Pennyfields; and they will tell you this story more delicately and fragrantly than I. orientalist fantasy that hovered suggestively between the sinister and the innocuous, the idea that both the menace and the delights of a remote and exotic China could be discovered within the heart of London.
The journalist George Sims had been the first to refer to the district as 'Chinatown' in
The Strand in 1905 and his account is exemplary of this simultaneous romancing and debunking. He begins: 'in Limehouse the Asiatic seafaring men is still a conspicuous note. You will find specimens of him -Oriental, mysterious, romantic -at almost every turn'. xliv Then a few paragraphs later:
There are no Oriental garments or pigtails in this or in any other part of China Town. The Chinamen who have settled here in business have mostly married English wives, and have English babies who are wheeled out in English perambulators. The Chinese lodgers in the Chinese boarding-houses round about are seafaring men, and dress in serge suits and wear cloth caps under which the pigtail, if it has not been sacrificed, is coiled up and concealed. In thrillers, on the stage, in romances and in film, in both children's and adults' literature, China and the Chinese -and the Chinese in Britain toowere represented to such an extent that those pleading for improvements in relations between Chinese and Britons routinely joked about the fact. The very shadows take on life and romance. The skulking, strutting, mincing, hurrying forms that pass us and fade out into the night are now becoming characters. The curtain has risen on Limehouse Nights dramatised with the original cast. There is a tang of the East in the air. 
